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classification into Comedies, Histories, and Tragedies
draws attention at once to the changes in the type
of drama on which Shakespeare concentrated his
main attention, and suggests the usual division of
his activity into four periods. In the first of these,
extending from the beginning of his writing (perhaps
earlier than 1590) to the end of 1593, he attempted
practically all the forms of drama then in vogue.
Plays which were given him to revise, or in which he
was invited to collaborate, may naturally be supposed
to have preceded independent efforts, and his still
undetermined share in Henry VI is usually regarded
as his earliest dramatic production. What he learned
in this field of tragic history from his more experi-
enced fellows may be seen in Richard III, in which
he can be observed following in the footsteps of Marlowe
in the treatment of meter, in the rhetorical and lyrical
nature of the dialogue, and in the conception of the
central character. Even less of his individual quality
is to be discerned in the field of tragedy, for the most
that can be claimed for him in Titus Andronicns is
the re-combination of the repellent episodes of that
crude specimen of the tragedy of blood, and the re-
writing of the lines which occasionally cloak the horrors
with passages of poetry. If, as is unlikely, the first
form of Romeo and Jvliet was written in this period,
the extant form must show it so radically revised that
it leaves us little ground for generalization as to his
power in tragedy in this first period.